Reactivation of viral replication in anti-HBe positive chronic HBsAg carriers.
Reactivation of hepatitis B virus replication was investigated in an unselected group of 44 HBV DNA negative, anti-HBe positive chronic HBsAg carriers. Twenty-five patients (54%) were intravenous drug addicts and 7 (16%) were male homosexuals. Sixteen patients had evidence of delta infection and five of the seven male homosexuals had human immunodeficiency virus infection. The patients were followed for 1 to 180 months (median, 24 months) while HBV DNA negative, anti-HBe positive. Reactivation, defined as reappearance of HBV DNA or HBeAg, or both, was detected in six patients corresponding to an annual reactivation rate of 5%. Reactivation in four patients was detected by reversion to HBV DNA positivity only, whereas HBeAg/anti-HBe status remained unchanged. Two patients became both HBV DNA and HBeAg positive. None of the patients developed hepatitis-like symptoms and transaminase elevation was only observed in two patients. Reactivation in two patients was ascribed to human immunodeficiency virus infection and in one patient to chronic lymphatic leukaemia. It is concluded that HBV DNA seems to be superior to HBeAg in the detection of reactivation of HBV replication and that reactivation associated with clinical symptoms leading to progression in chronic liver disease is a rare event in the population studied.